Introduction {#sec1_1}
============

The reputation of an organization is based on how it is perceived by clients, employees, suppliers and the general public. There is a tradition of assessing the reputation of hospitals from the professionals' viewpoint \[[@B1]\]. However, to date relatively little research has been conducted on the reputation of hospitals from the patients' or relatives' viewpoint. This research is relevant because some recent studies have suggested that reputation is associated with better clinical care results \[[@B2]\] and with higher-quality scientific production \[[@B3]\]. Hospital reputation acts also as a shield against litigation, and it may help the hospital to attract and retain talented professionals \[[@B2],[@B4]\]. In the absence of relevant information to guide patients' choices of a health care provider or hospital, decisions are frequently made on reputation \[[@B5]\]. Reputation is based on clients', employees' and suppliers' perceptions of an organization. It is a social asset which should be appropriately managed so that it can be turned into an advantage for the organization \[[@B6]\]. Reputation is the sum of a set of attributes assigned to an organization \[[@B7]\]. These attributes include the quality of the product or service, confidence, ethical conduct, management and leadership, social responsibility (vis-à-vis economic, person-related and environmental aspects) and biomedical innovation and research \[[@B6]\]. An organization\'s reputation has also been associated with higher quality ratings for its products \[[@B4]\]. In theory there should be an association between reputation and patients' perceptions of patient safety in the clinical setting; however, up to date the association between the two constructs has not been studied. The objective of this study was to explore the relationship between a hospital\'s social reputation and perceptions of whether it provides a safe clinical environment.

Subjects and Methods {#sec1_2}
====================

In a project funded by the FIS (Spanish Health Research Fund) and the ERDF (European Regional Development Fund), our group developed and validated a hospital reputation scale. In this project we explored the theoretical relationship between the social reputation of a hospital and the patients' perceptions of the hospital\'s safety. As a measure of hospital reputation three questions were assessed: whether or not the hospital was well thought of by the patients, their confidence in the hospital\'s professionals, and their rating of the outcomes of clinical or surgical interventions. The frequency with which, from the patients' or relatives' view, clinical errors were committed at that hospital was used as a measure of the perceived safety. We applied multiple regression analysis to ascertain the direction of these relations, considering as factors the measure of hospital social reputation and as dependent variable the measure of perceived safety. This study was conducted as part of a larger project to develop a reputation index for hospitals, which will make it possible to rate hospitals based on scores of 4 dimensions and 12 components of social reputation.

The measure of the factors included in the model was obtained by recording the opinions of a random sample of 316 patients and 27 accompanying relatives of patients unable to respond themselves who attended one of the four collaborating hospitals in Madrid (University Hospital of Alcorcón), Barcelona (Hospital Doctor Moisés Broggi) and Alicante (University Hospital of Alicante and University Hospital of San Juan-Alicante) for consultation with their doctor. They were interviewed while they were in the waiting room by a nurse (Madrid), a social worker (Barcelona) or a psychologist (Alicante) who were trained to conduct these interviews. The sample size was calculated with the ENE 3.0. software (GlaxoSmithKline, Madrid, Spain), for an error of 5% and with p = q = 0.50. We used the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (version 19.0; SPSS, Inc., Chicago, Ill., USA) for this analysis.

Results {#sec1_3}
=======

The majority of those who responded were outpatients. A total of 26 (7.6%) of the patients and 4 (12.9%) of the accompanying relatives of the patients unable to respond themselves refused to answer the interviewer\'s questions. There were no different perceptions between patients and relatives regarding hospital reputation or safety perception (p \> 0.05). So, all data were analyzed together.

The results of this analysis led to a model with the set of factors that offered a satisfactory solution (R^2^ = 25%, F = 36.2, p \< 0.001), confirming the predictive capacity of the factors included in the equation (table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). The hospital\'s reputation, the confidence in the professionals and the perception of positive treatment results were associated with the perceptions of the relatives accompanying the patients of a low number of errors and patient safety incidents. We found that an additional point in the confidence in the health professionals perceived by the patients increased by 15% the results on the scores of the hospital as a safety setting. In the same way, increasing the hospital\'s reputation or the positive perception of the treatment results led to a 13 and 15% increase of the safety perception, respectively. The perception of the role of managers (p = 0.51) and the number and the maintenance of clinical equipment (p = 0.73) were not related to the perception of patient safety.

Discussion {#sec1_4}
==========

Our findings suggested that when a hospital had a higher reputation, patients and relatives also thought that the institution offered a safer clinical environment. Given the increasing public awareness of clinical errors \[[@B8]\], these results yielded some cues to protect the social image of the hospital. For example, improving the reputation of a hospital can cushion the negative effect that adverse events with severe consequences can have on the perception of patients. Three factors in our study, 'confidence in the competence of professionals', 'belief that the treatments applied at the hospital had the desired results' and 'the hospital\'s good reputation', were directly and positively associated with the perception that the hospital was a safe clinical environment where the patients and the relatives thought few clinical errors are committed. Our findings have offered additional support of the value of the reputation as reported previously \[[@B2]\]. Now, we have some findings which also establish a relationship between reputation and safety.

Our study has several limitations. Spain has a National Health System model. So, patients are usually assigned to a hospital based on their address or their geographical proximity. Hence, we could not establish whether the patients or their family members in our study had suffered an adverse event in the past, and to what degree this might have affected their answers on reputation or their perceptions of the safety of care at the institution. Future research is needed to determine whether improving the social reputation of a hospital and enhanced perceptions of the institution providing a safe environment for care would result in a reduction in litigation cases.

Conclusion {#sec1_5}
==========

The study results suggested that the hospitals' social reputation and the perceptions of the patients and their relatives of patient safety were related.

This study was funded by the FIS (Spanish Health Research Fund) and the ERDF (European Regional Development Fund), reference PS09/00802.
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The predictive capacity of reputation on patient perception of safety

  Factor                                         Beta   95% CI         β standardized   t     p       Collinearity index
  ---------------------------------------------- ------ -------------- ---------------- ----- ------- --------------------
  Confidence in the hospital\'s professionals    0.07   0.01 -- 0.12   0.15             2.5   0.01    1.9
  Hospital\'s good reputation                    0.08   0.02 -- 0.14   0.13             2.5   0.01    1.3
  Positive perception of the treatment results   0.35   0.22 -- 0.49   0.32             5.1   0.001   1.7
